ACONITUM - Ranunculaceae
Monkshoods

A genus of around 250 species to be found across northern and montane Eurasia and
North America, with a particular diversity in east Asia. They are famous for their toxicity, with
mild cases even resulting from handling.

All species are very similar in basic morphology, with the semi-climbing nature of some
species in eastern Asia the main distinctive difference. The western Eurasian species tend to
flower earlier: June to August, the east Asian later: August to September. All tend to be
plants of woodland edge, light woodland and especially tall-herb flora, so appreciate
moisture-retentive and nutrient-rich soils. As with many tall-herb flora species standing can be
a problem, so growing through shrubs with light and open branching is an alternative to
traditional staking.

1) West Eurasian group
A. napellus - Monkshood
Western and central Europe; cool damp locations on fertile, often heavy soils, half-shade

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
Height 0.8-1.2m
Spread 0.4m
Foliage Palmate, elegantly divided
Architecture S1. Upright, unbranched
Flowers Deep purple-blue, very distinctive hooded

Post-flowering
Longevity
Spread mode
Underground

Spread Rate
Persistence
Clump Density
Standing
Seeding

Soil

Moisture

Light
Hardiness

shape, on largely unbranched spikes.
Some seed head interest

Long-lived

Caulophyte

Corm-like structures in close proximity,
attached, but easily detached.
Moderate

High

Average

Well

Occasionally reported

Average, cool

Resents drying out

Sun or light shade, shade at lower latitudes
USDA zone 3, all resent hot summers

A.n. 'Albidum’, form with milky-white flowers. There are several other cultivars (or
possibly seed strains) in common cultivation, whose precise origin is not clear. They may
be variants of A. napellus, or hybrids between it and other European specides.

A. 'Spark's Variety' has branched flower spikes and tends to be slightly larger.

A. 'Newry Blue' has a denser spike and slightly more purple flowers.

A. 'Bressingham Spire' is shorter, to around 1.0m.
A. x cammarum is an ill-defined hybrid group supposedly A. napellus and A.
variegatum;

‘Eleonara’ is white with blue-edged petals.

'‘Bicolour' is similar but more blue.

'Stainless Steel' is a dramatic and unusual blue-grey; around 1.0m.



A. lycotonum, northern Eurasia, has pale yellow flowers, dramatic against dark
foliage.

A. 'lvorine' is cream-ivory, to 0.8m.

A. variegatum, most of Europe to Turkey and Caucasus. Blue and white. 1.5m

These Aconitum appear to have either:

* be rhizocaulophyte with long-lived tap roots and multiple shoots (e.g. x arendsii) or
** to have discrete structures, resembling corms, living 1-2 years, the result is a slowly-
expanding cluster of often disconnected clonal plants.

2) East Asian group

Growth habits as above. Many species very similar to A. japonicum (see below), and
some with scrambling, semi-climbing habit, best growth through shrubs with an open habit.
Many have branching flower spikes. All flower July to September. See ** above and photo

below.

1 2 3 5 6 7 9 10 11 12
A. arctuatum Korea Deep blue 1.0m Loose, arching
habit.
A. carmichaelii central China Mid-blue 0.6-1.0m USDA zone 3
A. c. var. wilsonii Light violet-blue  |1.5-1.7m
Aconitum c. 'Arendsii' |nursery origin Large clear blue 0.8-1.2m Not a cultivar, so
varies
A.c. 'Barker's Variety' nursery origin Deep purple-blue  [to 2.0m
A.c. 'Spéﬂase' Clear blue 0.8.1.0m
A. hemsleyanum central China Violet-blue 2.0-3.0m USDA zone 4,
scrambling habit
A. h. 'Red Wine' Dark red Highly rated.
A. henryi 'Spark's Variety' China Dark blue-purple, [1.2m USDA zone 3
loose clusters
A. japonicum Japan, Korea Deep blue 1.0-1.2m USDA zone 4
A. kusnezoffii Kamchatka Dark blue in M1.2-1.5m
A. volubile E. Siberia Light blue, small 1.2m USDA zone 3
clusters
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A. arctuatum, a Korean species,
illustrating the corms which many
Aconitum species develop. These are
easily separated. Each one appears to
be annual; the one on the right is one
from the previous year and is dead.

Images
A. napellus - typical for all European species
https://www.onlineplantencentrum.nl/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/149726770_m.j
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A. carmichqgaelii 'Arendsii’

https://cdn.shopify.com/s/files/1/1308/3047/products/aconitum-
arendsii-1_1024x1024.jpg?v=1608723397

A. hemsleyanum 'Red Wine', illustrating climbing habit
https://shop.cramersblommor.com/images/zoom/spi_2991346904.jpg

A. hemsleyanum
https://live.staticflickr.com/8713/29991580151_f7a023a544_b.jpg
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